Round cell variant of measles virus: neurovirulence and pathogenesis of acute encephalitis in newborn hamsters.
A subacute sclerosing panencephalitis (SSPE) strain of measles virus has been previously shown to be composed of two interrelated but separable viral variants. One of these, the syncytiagenic or S variant, resembles defective, cell-associated strains of measles virus; while the other, the round cell inducing or RC variant, induces a highly productive infection in cell culture. It is now reported that the S variant is more neurovirulent in newborn hamsters than the RC variant and that viral replication in infected CNS tissues occurs in two phases. Early in the infection cell-free virus, composed primarily of the RC variant, is produced. Later, coincident with the appearance of antiviral antibody, cell-free virus rapidly disappears, leaving behind only cell-associated virus which resembles the S variant. Quantification of viral antigen expression in the infected tissues suggests that this change in the state of infection is not associated with antigenic modulation, but rather is the result of preferential elimination of RC variant infected cells.